Because their maximum diameter falls within the width range of the rings, these animals can be identified as potential prey of the fungus. As a saprotrophic organism and consumer, the fossil fungus was a part of a highly diverse and complex soil biocenosis of an ancient coastal amber forest (6) . Budding cells of yeast stages are ecologically important in liquid media and are reduced during the course of adaptation to terrestrial habitats. Aquatic representatives of modern carnivorous fungi are considered secondarily aquatic and belong to the same groups as terrestrial soil fungi (7) . In contrast, the dimorphism exhibited by these fossils may represent an early transitional stage from wet to drier limnetic-terrestrial habitats.
These fossils show that by the Early Cretaceous soil fungi had already developed complex trapping devices to catch motile organisms. As in modern ecosystems, carnivorous fungi formed an ecological group of specialized consumers of small metazoans and protozoans. Today this ecological niche is occupied by more than 200 species of the Zygomycetes and imperfect stages of the Ascomycetes and the Basidiomycetes (3). On the basis of the mode of ring formation and the dimorphic mode of life, the fossils cannot be assigned to any recent carnivorous fungus, providing evidence that different groups occupied this ecological niche in the age of dinosaurs and that trapping devices were developed independently multiple times in the course of Earth history. The occurrence of carnivorous fungi in the Mesozoic is an example of complex interactions in early soil ecosystems and suggests that carnivory in fungi may be of ancient origin.
